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Abstract 
 
This article explores the potentially negative psychological effects social media photo-
sharing platforms have on America’s adolescents. While most studies on mental health effects 
related to social media use have focused on Facebook and the young adult age group 18-35, this 
article focuses on users under the age of 18 with an emphasis on Instagram and Snapchat – the 
two most rapidly growing social networking sites for adolescents. Photo-sharing sites have 
characteristics different than other social media sites, specifically the ability to alter photos and 
to communicate live time through videos and photos, which may have different mental health 
consequences on younger populations. Through a review of previous academic research, and a 
survey administered to a sample population under the age of 18, this article analyzes how social 
comparisons, a need for external validation, and a fear of missing out and exclusion may affect 
adolescents more than older adults due to the fact that they are in a critical developmental period 
where self-esteem and self-worth can be particularly influenced by peers and social media. While 
some argue that social media, including photo-sharing sites, may allow adolescents more social 
contact, opportunities for self-esteem building, and a chance for those who are shy or with low 
self-esteem to experiment in a safer environment than face to face contact, this article shows that 
the opposite is also true: that excessive use of photo-sharing sites may lead to negative mental 
health consequences due to social comparisons, a fear of missing out, and an unhealthy desire to 
attain external validation from peers. The article also suggests that adolescents with deceptive 
personalities, Machiavellian personalities, and high social desirability needs may be more 
vulnerable to some of the risks of social media use, and that identifying at-risk individuals may 
allow teachers, counselors, and parents to help them navigate their social media world during an 
influential time in their lives. 
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Introduction 
Context: A New Sociocultural Environment and Changing Forms of Interaction 
America’s youth is now growing up in an entirely new sociocultural environment that is 
dramatically changing the way they socialize, communicate, and interact with their peers and the 
world. Brought on by a worldwide growth of the Internet, and the emergence of ever expanding 
and developing social media sites, America’s adolescents now have access to social networking 
sites (SNS) that allow them to communicate with peers and strangers on an entirely new level.  
Just over a decade ago, American adolescents navigated their developing social world 
primarily through peers they met in their neighborhoods, at school, or in sports or youth groups. 
Today, however, they communicate with a significantly larger number of people through texting, 
instant messaging, and most recently through the sharing of photos and videos. As a result of the 
explosive growth of social media and social networking sites, Americas’ youth has been exposed 
to critical sociocultural changes. Pop culture in America today is now making it so this age group 
is faced with a whole new way of presenting themselves to their peers during a time of self-
exploration, self-representation, and critical identity development. Instead of having friends and 
peers through school, work, sports, or youth groups, American adolescents now have a 
significantly larger network of friends and peers to compare themselves to, many of whom they 
have never actually met and many who live in entirely different geographical locations. 
Scholarly Debate: Adding a Young Age Group to the Conversation 
To date, research results on the mental health effects of social media have been mixed, 
and most studies have overwhelmingly focused on Facebook and the age group between 18 and 
35 (Sherlock & Wagstaff, 2018, p.1). The findings on Facebook users in this age group suggest a 
number of things. Some report social networking sites like Facebook may benefit users by 
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increasing social contact, social support, self-esteem, and overall well-being (Lup, Trub, & 
Rosenthal, 2015, p. 247; Stapelton, Luiz, & Chatwin, 2017, p. 143). Others show no significant 
effect or the opposite: that Facebook use may be related to increased feelings of anxiety, 
depression, and loneliness, and that negative feedback can effect self-esteem and overall well-
being (Lup et al., 2015, p. 247-248; Baker & Algorta, 2016, p. 639; Grossman, 2018, p.9; 
Stapelton et al., 2017, p.143). The few studies done on Instagram show similar findings. 
Whether the use of social networking sites is beneficial or harmful to adolescent users’ 
mental health specifically is far less studied and also widely debated. Adolescents (defined as 
people aged 10-19) have not been studied nearly as frequently as the young adult age group of 
18-35, primarily because young adults are the largest user group of social media, and because 
getting adolescents to partake in studies and surveys often requires the consent of a parent or 
guardian, and is not as feasible as studying college students, or other young adult populations. 
Therefore, whether social networking sites have any effect on adolescent mental health is 
somewhat unexplored and controversial.  
With new photo-sharing sites becoming increasingly popular with America’s youth, it is 
vital to understand whether the mental health effects observed with Facebook apply to Instagram 
and Snapchat, and if any of the effects may be magnified for adolescents, due to this age group 
experiencing periods of critical identity development. Overall, the psychological effects of social 
media use remains controversial, but there is agreement that more research needs to be done. 
Argument: Photo-sharing Platforms May Have More Negative Effects on Younger People 
Although studies on the effects of social media on self-esteem and mental health have 
yielded mixed results, nevertheless there is strong evidence that photo-sharing platforms can 
negatively affect the mental health of its users. Because many of the users of photo-sharing 
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platforms are adolescents – navigating new social environments and developing their ideas of 
self-worth and where they fit in amongst their peers – they may be more vulnerable to the 
negative effects of social media. I argue that because adolescents are experiencing a time in life 
of critical identity development, they are more likely to engage in social comparisons than older 
adults (for example, those in their 20s or 30s), and due to the ability to enhance and alter photos, 
as well as buy “likes,” that these comparisons may not represent reality. While these sites may 
provide some positive feedback and self-esteem building opportunities, they may also cause a 
strong need for external validation and a fear of missing out and exclusion, that can lead to 
feelings of being less attractive, less popular, less successful, less accepted by their peers, and 
result in negative psychological effects like low self-esteem, anxiety and depression.  
Significance: Why We Need to Discuss Younger Age Groups and Social Media Use 
There are many reasons why this topic is significant and critical to understand. Research 
shows that teenagers today are more depressed and more likely to consider suicide than they 
were just 10 years ago, and researchers believe there is a correlation between a sudden increase 
in symptoms of depression, suicide risk factors, and suicide rates around the time smartphones 
became popular in 2012 (Garcia-Navarro, 2017). Research on the effects of social networking 
and people’s mental health and well-being is thought to be a contributing factor to these 
increases. The American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) warns that online interactions can be 
risky and lead to social isolation, which may contribute to depressive symptoms, and they 
actually defined “a phenomenon called ‘Facebook depression,’ characterized by ‘depression that 
develops when preteens and teens spend a great deal of time on social media site, such as 
Facebook, and then begin to exhibit classic symptoms of depression’” (Baker & Algorta, 2016, 
p. 638). Another study showed that Facebook users are driven by a need to belong, connect, and 
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to be accepted, and that “these psychosocial needs are imperative to identity development in 
emerging adulthood…[and that] SNS use may threaten these developmental milestones” 
(Stapleton et al., 2017, p. 142). With Instagram and Snapchat quickly becoming the fastest 
growing social media platforms for adolescents (Stapleton et al., 2017, p. 142), it is imperative 
we understand how and why photo-sharing platforms affect adolescent mental health.  
For my research, I will be using both social science and psychology methods. A social 
science approach will allow me to gain an understanding of theories about individual or 
collective behavior within the social media photo-sharing environment, and how experimental 
evidence is used to develop and test those theories. A psychological approach will allow me to 
make certain assumptions about human behavior and what research methods are appropriate to 
use to analyze how humans behave on social media photo-sharing sites and their effects on 
mental health. Key terms for the purposes of this paper are outlined below:  
• America’s youth: refers to any social media user in America under the age of 18 
• Instagram: a mobile photo-sharing social media site that allows users to post enhanced 
and altered photos to their social network 
• Snapchat: a mobile messaging application used to share text, photos, and videos, with 
the ability to post live videos of what the user is doing or experiencing at that moment 
• Social network: the audience an individual has on social media (known as friends and 
followers), and who view, like, and comment on their photos  
• External validation: gaining approvals and acceptance from others 
• Self-worth/self-esteem: confidence in one’s own worth, abilities, values and appearance 
• Social comparison: the act of comparing oneself to others to determine social and 
personal worth 
• Mental health: for this study will refer to the psychological effects an individual 
experiences as a result of using social media 
 
Article Structure: Analyzing Social Media Environments and Behavior 
This journal article will give a background and history of social networking, drawing 
attention to how rapidly social media use (specifically the use of photo-sharing platforms) has 
grown in America’s adolescent population, along with the mental health consequences related to 
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the use of these platforms. Focusing on the photo-sharing sites Instagram, Snapchat, and 
Facebook, I will analyze how these sites provide an environment where adolescents engage in 
social comparisons to peer networks that are larger than ever before and that include many 
altered and unrealistic presentations of others. Examining how social media may increase and 
encourage a strong need for approval and acceptance from peers will make way for better 
understanding of the behaviors and feelings resulting from a need for external validation. 
Additionally, I will explore how social media has resulted in a fear of missing out (FoMO) and 
exclusion, and how it may cause detrimental psychological effects on adolescents. With all of the 
above considered, these analyses may give insight into what kinds of behavioral factors must be 
considered when studying the effects on self-esteem, depression, and other negative feelings and 
behaviors resulting from social media, and how individuals with certain personalities, like those 
with Machiavellian personalities, narcissism, and those with high social desirability needs, may 
be more likely to engage in deceptive behavior (like altering photos to make themselves look 
better) on social media. I will conclude with why these findings are important, how we can use 
them to reduce the anxiety, depression, and suicide rates among America’s youth, and 
recommendations for future research.  
 
Background and Analysis  
Background: A Growing Amount of Social Media Sites and Users  
Social networking – the use of websites and applications to interact with others and to 
find people with common interests – is often viewed as a recent phenomenon. However, the first 
social networking website, called Six Degrees, appeared in 1997 and allowed users to create a 
profile and friend other users. Soon after, blogging and instant messaging emerged, followed by 
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websites like MySpace, Twitter, Linkedin, and Facebook, which allowed people to connect both 
socially and professionally (McFadden, 2017). At the same time, the number of people using the 
internet expanded dramatically, and was followed with the invention of the smartphone. Access 
to internet and smartphones allowed social networking sites and hundreds of other social media 
platforms to multiply, and has dramatically changed the way humans communicate and interact 
all over the world.  
Today there are approximately 2.6 billion people using social media (computer-mediated 
technologies that allow creation and sharing of information and ideas, and which includes social 
networking). This is up from just under one billion in 2010, and social media use worldwide is 
expected to reach three billion by 2021. North America ranks first for social media use, with an 
estimated 66% of people using social media, and over 80% of the U.S. population having a 
social media profile (Number of Social Media Users, 2018). The reason American society has 
the highest number of social media users is mostly due to the infinite availability of affordable 
smartphones, and the vast number of American social media companies having mobile apps, 
which allow everyone with a smart phone easy access to ever expanding social networks, and the 
ability to communicate not only using voice, email, and text, but through photos and videos. 
While Facebook still has the largest number of users (Baker & Algorta, 2016, p. 638), Instagram 
and Snapchat are quickly becoming the most popular sites for adolescents and young adults. 
Recent studies show that 52% of American adolescents now use Instagram (Frison & 
Eggermont, 2017, p. 603), and 60% of US adolescents aged 13-14 actively use Snapchat on a 
daily basis (Grossman, 2017, p. 8). What makes Instagram and Snapchat so attractive to 
America’s youth is the ability to post instant photos and videos for “likes” and comments from 
their social network. Additionally, technology now allows people to enhance and edit their 
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photos, whether it be through filters, apps like FaceTune, or apps that allow you to digitally 
apply makeup, whiten teeth, or enhance body size and features, giving individuals a way to 
present an image of themselves that may be much different than reality. 
Analysis 1: Social Comparison and Identity Development in Young People 
It is widely recognized that social comparison occurs throughout all age groups in our 
society, and specifically, that social comparison is crucial to identity development in emerging 
adulthood. Prior to social media and social networking sites, adolescents engaged in comparisons 
to their peers through interactions at school and in their community. However, with new SNS 
photo-sharing sites like Instagram, which allow users to alter and enhance their photos, they now 
have an entirely new medium through which to engage in social comparison. Stapleton et al., 
(2017) argue that “Instagram allows its users to present themselves in a desired manner that 
represents their ideal self with emphasis on their desired traits…[and that it] provides an 
accessible platform through which emerging adults with self-worth contingent on approval from 
others can exercise their self-validation goals” (p. 143). It is important to realize that when 
everyone is representing their “ideal self with emphasis on their desired traits,” it leads to a 
whole lot of unrealistic images.  
In addition to viewing peers, adolescents also see social media celebrities’ photos (which 
are often altered or enhanced), causing them to be exposed to unrealistic images. Research 
suggests, “browsing the enhanced photos of celebrities or other strangers on Instagram may 
trigger assumptions that these photos are indicative of how the people in them actually live” 
(Lup et al., 2015, p. 248). This suggests that viewing augmented photos of peers or celebrities 
may lead to false beliefs as to what represents reality, and may have negative mental health 
consequences. This is further supported by a study showing that when women between the ages 
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of 18 and 35 were exposed to images of beauty and fitness, their self-ratings of attractiveness and 
self-esteem decreased, and they reported higher levels of anxiety, depression, and body 
dissatisfaction (Sherlock & Wagstaff, 2018, p. 1).  
These findings are important, because research also indicates that social media behavior 
of youths includes self-exploration and self-presentation (which is directly associated with the 
development of their identity), and suggests that social comparisons over social media may 
threaten certain developmental milestones, particularly self-esteem (Stapleton et al., 2017, p. 
142). During middle school and high school, it is natural to struggle with feelings of self-worth 
and self-esteem, however, I argue that today this is even more difficult for America’s youth 
because photo-sharing sites like Instagram encourage adolescents to judge themselves against 
unrealistic images of others. These comparisons may result in false self-assessments and make 
young people feel that they are not as thin, attractive, athletic, successful or popular as their 
peers. As a result, because the adolescent years dramatically shape self-image and attitudes about 
an individuals’ later life, they may be more vulnerable to experiencing negative feelings resulting 
from these comparisons.  
I also argue that the frequency of social comparisons can affect mental well-being, and 
that adolescents in particular engage in more social comparisons than older adults because they 
are at a critical developmental stage in their lives and trying to understand how they fit in with 
their peers. One study showed that the more often a person used Facebook, the more upward 
social comparisons they engaged in, and the poorer their self-esteem (Vogel, Rose, Roberts, & 
Eckles, 2014, p. 206). Social comparison has changed for America’s youth, because in the past, 
adolescents primarily compared themselves to their peers in face to face communication, but 
now with photo-sharing sites and the ability to project online personas that reflect only one’s best 
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traits, they are comparing their “offline selves to the idealized online selves of others, which may 
be detrimental for well-being and self-evaluations” (Vogel et al, 2014, p.207). Additionally 
trends on Instagram, one of the most popular sites for adolescents, also contributes to increased 
social comparisons through the use of #hashtags. Users can insert #hashtags with any phrase, for 
example #beauty, #sexy, #fitness, which when clicked on, lead to other similar images and result 
in more social comparisons.  
Another factor that makes social comparison more risky for adolescents’ mental health, 
may be the number of “friends” on Facebook, or “followers” on Instagram and Snapchat, 
because they may be comparing themselves to a significant number of people they do not 
actually know. Studies on Facebook show that people with more strangers as Facebook “friends” 
than people they actually know, may negatively affect psychological well-being because they 
believe that people they do not really know lead better lives (Lup et al., 2015, p. 248). The 
number of friends can also be a social comparison of how popular a person is. There is a growing 
trend on Instagram, a strategy called “follow/unfollow strategy,” that enables users to have more 
“followers” than people they are “following.” In fact, it is not unusual for adolescents to ask 
someone to follow them, and when that person accepts and follows them back, they “unfollow” 
them in an attempt to have more people as “followers” than people they are “following.” Some 
adolescents even engage in buying followers from apps that will add hundreds of followers to 
their profile, making it appear as if they have a larger social network. This is particularly relevant 
to adolescents, because comparisons of the amount of followers and friends may cause feelings 
of being less popular or less liked than their peers.  
While the majority of studies focus on Facebook as a social media platform, very few 
look at Instagram and Snapchat, which are more popular amongst younger people, and which 
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may lead to even more social comparison. To better understand how social media comparisons 
affect the mental health of adolescents, I created a survey called “Social Media Usage and 
Mental Health” (see Appendix). Using SurveyMonkey, I compiled a list of questions related to 
social media site used, frequency of use, and moods or feelings resulting from certain activity 
and responses received. The survey resulted in 25 respondents from 6th grade to 12th grade. 
Among this younger sample population, Instagram was by far the most popular app, with a total 
of 68% of respondents saying they use Instagram the most, followed by 28% using Snapchat the 
most, and only 4% of respondents said they used Facebook the most. This is vital in 
understanding that the younger generation mainly uses Instagram and Snapchat rather than 
Facebook, causing a shift in the medium by which young people are posting photos and 
interacting with others.  
The survey results from this younger population indicated that some adolescents are 
adversely affected by what they see. When asked, “How do you feel when you see pictures of 
celebrities?” 28% felt “jealous or wishing I could be like them,” and 16% responded that they 
felt as though “[they] should work harder to post photos like [the celebrities] do.” While not 
everyone was affected (56% stated they did not really care), it is important to note that social 
comparisons to celebrities for some adolescents do generate negative feelings.  
Another important finding from the survey indicated that after using social media, none 
of the respondents reported feeling happy and good about themselves. While 16% reporting not 
feeling any different than before using social media, 32% stated they felt sad or lonely, and 52% 
stated they felt different things depending on the day or what they saw posted. These findings 
suggest that social comparisons, whether to peers or celebrities, can result in negative 
psychological feelings.  
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In summary, I argue that sites like Instagram and Snapchat are more frequently used by 
adolescents, used more for social comparison, and that the use of these photo-sharing sites is 
influential when a young person’s self-worth is contingent on approval from others – which can 
have an effect on young people’s self-esteem, self-worth, and overall mental health. It is 
important to understand that social comparison is especially prominent in the lives of young 
people who are simultaneously developing their own ideas about who they are and where they fit 
in amongst their peers. As a result, these social media photo-sharing sites are more likely to have 
a stronger impact on the younger user, and it is paramount that we discuss negative implications 
of social media use for young people so we can better understand how to foster healthy 
environments for them as they grow and develop.  
Analysis 2: External Validation and the Effects of Positive and Negative Feedback 
Acceptance and positive feedback is critical for adolescents, especially because they are 
at a critical stage in their life when they are developing their ideas of self-worth and self-
confidence. Social media has provided a new medium where preteens and teens can present 
themselves in a positive light to a wider than ever social network and receive feedback. While 
receiving “likes” and positive comments on photos may provide self-esteem building 
opportunities, there is also the risk of not receiving enough likes, or negative comments, that may 
result in negative psychological effects. In my survey, “Social Media Usage and Mental Health,” 
48% of respondents noted that they tended to feel happy after using these sites if they received a 
lot of likes on their photos. However, the majority also admitted to being nervous or stressed 
before posting on these photo-sharing platforms. While 28% reported not getting nervous before 
posting, 48% said they are “worried about the amount of likes [they are] going to get,” and an 
additional 22% said they get nervous “sometimes” or “Yes, but I’m not sure why.” This is 
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important because the majority of adolescents are looking for validation on their posts, which is 
confirmation that they fit in. 
Because external validation is so important to adolescents, some even engage in 
strategies to increase the amount of likes they receive on their posts. This is because a small 
amount of likes may reflect negatively on how an individual appears to their peers, and therefore 
negatively affect their self-image and self-esteem. A study by Dumas, Maxwell-Smith, Davis, & 
Giulietti (2017) shows that “young people on Instagram are particularly focused on validation or 
attention through the form of “likes,”…and uploading pictures for the purpose of gaining likes 
(p.2), and that they often engage in like-seeking behaviors, which can be considered “normal” 
(uploading unaltered photos, using hashtags), or “deceptive” behaviors (altering, enhancing 
photos, buying likes, etc) (p. 9). The distinction between the two is important to help understand 
which young people engage in which behavior. When studying motivations for deception online, 
it was found that “individuals utilizing deception are creating or preserving conflicts that 
correlate with low-self-worth, identity development, relationship issues, personality disorders, 
and social desirability which all have been shown to lead to long-standing clinical issues such as 
depression and anxiety” (Grossman, 2017, p. 3). 
Evidence also suggests that some emerging adults strategically post photos at a specific 
time of day (posts later at night seem to get more likes), modify their photos to make them look 
more attractive, and purchase likes or Instagram followers, in order to boost self-image and self-
esteem. Dumas et al., (2017) assert that like-seeking behaviors are important because it means 
that America’s adolescents are seeking personal validation and attention from online sources (p. 
1-2). Data from my survey supports this claim, because when asked about how much likes and 
comments on photos affected respondents, 37.5% responded, “likes and comments are very 
 15 
important to them,” and 12.5% responded “I have a certain amount I need to feel comfortable.” It 
is also important to note, however, that 25% responded “I don’t pay attention” or  “a mixture of 
the above” (25%), meaning that some adolescents are more vulnerable to negative feelings than 
others. Additionally, while only 8% reported they felt insecure or jealous when a friend received 
more likes on his/her photo than they did, 40% of those surveyed reported that they feel “less 
than” their peers when they do not receive as many likes. Though the results varied, most 
admitted that likes and comments matter, which is important in understanding effects on self-
esteem and mental health when navigating these photo-sharing platforms.  
There is also evidence that the type of activity a social media user engages in can affect 
mental health. While posting and receiving likes can be associated with building self-esteem, it is 
also true that “participants who more frequently use the Like button reported greater bonding 
social capital, suggesting that liking may be beneficial for user’s mental health” (Frison & 
Eggermont, 2017, p. 604). This type of social media activity is referred to as active social media 
participation, and it is reasonable that when adolescents like or post positive comments on their 
peers’ posts, it can result in positive feelings of socialization. However, Frison & Eggermont 
(2017) found that, in contrast to active activities like posting and liking, passive activities like 
browsing are related to increases in adolescents’ depressed mood (p. 606). Additionally, they 
argue that where Facebook can be used to seek social support and decrease depressed mood, this 
is not the case with Instagram because there are less opportunities to actively communicate and 
receive positive support (Frison & Eggermont, 2017, p. 607). 
 Along with the increasing popularity of photo-sharing platforms has come an increase in 
the self-photography aspect of social media (called “selfies”), which many adolescents employ 
not only for communication, but as a means of gaining external validation. Barry, Doucette, 
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Loflin, Rivera-Hudson, & Herrington (2017) argue that individuals who post a large amount of 
“selfies” tend to have narcissistic or attention-seeking characteristics (p. 49). Furthermore, they 
suggest that “repeated attempts to achieve ‘the perfect selfie’ can perpetuate insecurities and high 
self-consciousness; meanwhile, the absence of feedback, specifically positive feedback, on a 
“selfie” has been proposed as potentially dangerous for one’s confidence and self-esteem (Barry 
et al., 2017, p. 49). It is important to recognize that adolescents obsessed with posting “selfies” 
may have an unhealthy need for external validation.  
 While external validation is a normal part of growing up, I argue that photo-sharing 
platforms have caused some adolescents to become obsessed with obtaining external validation, 
through the means of posting “selfies” and Snapchat stories to present themselves in a positive 
light. Data from my survey shows that the majority of 6th-12th grade respondents posted photos 
and Snapchat stories on a regular basis. While most (44%) reported posting to Instagram once a 
week or once every two weeks, 20% posted at least once a day. Regarding Snapchat stories, 48% 
of respondents posted once a week, and 20% posted once a day or more than once a day. While 
there were some respondents who rarely posted, it is apparent from the data that the majority of 
the adolescents are active in posting photos and Snapchat stories.  
 The frequency of posting is important, because when considered with responses to the 
question, “How much do likes and comments on your photos affect you?” 75% admitted that 
likes matter. While a large number of likes and positive feedback can be good for adolescent 
self-esteem, the lack of likes or comments can result in both anxiety and depression, and lower 
self-esteem. By understanding the external validation that many young people need to feel good 
about themselves, we can help foster healthy environments where they feel safe to go when they 
feel bad about themselves. If the adults in young peoples’ lives are better educated about the 
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affects on mood and ideas of self-worth after using social media sites, they can be more apt to 
have discussions with young people and help them navigate the social media world.  
Analysis 3: Fear Of Missing Out (FoMO) and Acceptance Amongst Peers 
The need to belong, and the need to connect and be accepted by others, is a widely 
accepted attribute of human behavior. Adolescents in particular are at an important 
developmental time in their life where they need to feel included, accepted, and popular. 
Snapchat allows people to post instant photos and stories of what they are doing at the moment. 
This app is becoming highly popular with adolescents, and has the effect of allowing people to 
know where their friends and peers are and what they are doing at that exact moment in time. 
Prior to social media, although a person may have been excluded from a party or an event, they 
were not bombarded with live Snapchat stories and photos during the actual event or party while 
they were at home. Instead, they may have simply heard about a party they were not invited to at 
school the next week, and while this is still a blow to self-esteem, I argue that it does not have 
the same negative impact of knowing you are missing out at the moment. Although hearing 
about parties and events that one was not invited to can definitely cause feelings of loneliness, it 
is arguably more harmful to directly see videos and photos of the specific event. I argue that both 
Instagram and Snapchat now provide a means of inundating adolescents with photos 24/7 
reminding them that their friends or peers are at an event they are not, hanging out with people 
when they were not invited, or wishing they were prettier, thinner, more athletic, more popular, 
or more successful than the photos they see on social media sites.  
As a result, FoMO (fear of missing out) is a label that has now been given to the feelings 
of being left out when viewing photo-sharing platforms, and has become a cause of anxiety for 
many adolescents. For individuals that need to belong and be accepted (the vast majority of 
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adolescents), the desire to stay connected with other people may have adverse effects on mental 
and physical health. Studies link social media activity with FoMO and feelings of exclusion, 
anxiety, and depression, and it has been found that individuals with a strong need to remain 
informed of what their peers are doing report an inferior level of life contentment (Graham, 
2018, p. 68).  Furthermore, FoMO can result in anxiety from needing to constantly check social 
media, and is associated with “depressive signs, apprehensive attention, and physical 
manifestations, which are indicative of inferior physical, emotional, and cognitive health 
(Graham, 2018, p. 71). 
In addition to FoMO, the constant need to check social media and view others’ profiles 
may result in a false belief that others have better lives. Studies on Facebook show that the more 
a person uses Facebook, the more likely they are to feel that other people were happier and had 
more exciting and fulfilling lives, which was especially true for Facebook users that had more 
“friends” they did not know (Chou & Edge, 2012, p, 117). I argue that these results are also 
applicable to Instagram and Snapchat, and more damaging to adolescents. When individuals 
have more friends or followers they do not personally know, and view photos of others having 
fun at certain events or hanging out with other people, they may believe that person has a more 
exciting and fun life than they do. Adolescents in particular may equate others’ happy and 
exciting photos as an indication that the other individual is always happy and compare it to their 
own life, which is of course not always positive. Additionally, studies have concluded that in 
contrast to spending time online, people who spend more time going out with their friends and 
have more off-line interactions with their peers are less likely to believe others are happier and 
have better lives than they do because they know their actual stories and situations (Chou & 
Edge, 2012, p. 119). 
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The assertion that feelings of loneliness and isolation can be aggravated by what young 
people see posted is also supported in my survey, “Social Media Usage and Mental Health.” Of 
the adolescents surveyed, 56% responded they feel lonely or left out when they see people they 
know doing things they were not invited to, and 72% reported having felt depressed or down 
after using sites like Instagram, Facebook, or Snapchat. Since only 8% of respondents said they 
never or rarely felt lonely if they saw pictures of people doing things they were not invited to, we 
can conclude that the majority of adolescents are negatively affected when they view posts and 
photos where they are excluded. This is important because as more and more American 
adolescents use photo-sharing platforms, exposure to situations where they feel left out become 
more frequent and more intense. 
 
Summary and Conclusion 
Tying It All Together 
Though studies have revealed inconsistent findings when studying the mental health 
effects of social media, the one consistent finding is that using social media seems to intensify 
emotions, whether positive or negative. It is recognized that social media, specifically photo-
sharing sites, can have some positive effects on mental health – primarily increased social 
contact and support, along with positive validation that can boost self-esteem. Vogel et al., 
(2017) point out that when people view their own profile, they are viewing their own idealized 
versions of themselves, which can boost self-esteem (p. 218). Additionally, sites like Instagram 
and Snapchat also allow for adolescents to experiment socially in a place that is somewhat safer 
than in real life, and receiving external validation through “likes” and positive comments, can 
reduce isolation and boost self-esteem. However, the risks of negative effects resulting from 
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these social media sites is especially important for adolescents who have more vulnerable 
personalities. 
A study on the behaviors of social media users showed that individuals with deceptive 
personalities, Machiavellian personalities, and high social desirability needs may be more 
vulnerable to some of the risks of social media use. Deceptive behavior used to enhance oneself 
or image, avoid disapproval, gain an advantage, or improve status to increase self-esteem was 
found to be damaging when a false reality is adopted (and can be seen in personality disorders), 
and Machiavellian personalities may engage in manipulative and immoral behaviors in order to 
promote themselves (Grossman, 2017, p. 24-25). Additionally, individuals with a strong need for 
social desirability may use deception to represent themselves in a favorable manner (Grossman, 
2017, p. 30). It is important to recognize those adolescents that may have these characteristics 
and tendencies, because they may be more negatively affected by social comparisons, external 
validations, and fear of being excluded. As a result, they may engage in deceptive behavior 
online which has been shown to cause “feelings of sadness, hopelessness, distress, anxiety, 
depression, low self-esteem, and lead to substance use and delinquency” (Grossman, 2017, p. 
34). 
Grossman (2017) showed in her study, that individuals with lower self-esteem may be 
more prone to engaging in deception online, are at greater risk for clinical disorders like anxiety 
and depression, and have a higher risk for suicide (p. 66). Being able to identify adolescents who 
engage in risky online behaviors, and who are more affected by social comparisons, higher needs 
for external validation, and FoMO, may help them navigate their changing social world and 
prevent the alarming increases in depression, suicide, and other mental health conditions we have 
witnessed with the emergence of the smartphone and social media photo-sharing sites.  
 21 
Conclusion: Moving Forward and Understanding Implications of Social Media Usage 
Amongst Adolescents 
In conclusion, there is data strongly suggesting that photo-sharing platforms may cause 
younger people especially, to engage in social comparisons to altered and enhanced photos, 
which in turn may produce negative psychological feelings – including lower feelings of self-
worth, self-esteem, and anxiety and depression. Moving forward, I believe it is imperative that 
more diverse populations are studied. Many of the studies focused on Facebook with age ranges 
18-35, and many of the sample sizes were overwhelmingly white females, often college students. 
By understanding how photo-sharing forms of popular media entertainment affect the 
understanding of our current culture, and the mental health of our adolescents, we can determine 
if this age group is more vulnerable. We also need to understand that because every individual is 
different, certain adolescents may have a harder time navigating social media, and as a result, 
their mood may suffer more than some of their peers. Understanding an individual adolescent’s 
personality and tendencies is incredibly important in predicting how they will react to various 
aspects of social media such as likes, comments, posting, and browsing. If we keep in mind the 
potential effects that photo-sharing platforms like Instagram, Snapchat, and Facebook may have 
on the self-esteem and mental health of adolescents, we will be better equipped to deal with 
different reactions to navigating these social media sites; as a result, we can further understand 
how parents, teachers, and mental health workers can help them navigate the social media world 
during a time of critical mental growth.  
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